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(fig.1) Back in 1994, when I began combing the world for research to start Foodtrader.com, I
remembered thinking how mindboggling it was that this business of food trade was one of the only
world businesses that was truly stuck in time. I mean, think about it. People were - and to some extent
still are - negotiating prices in the middle of fields to sell their products. It's not unusual in Guatemala,
where I come from, or in the rest of Central America for that matter, to see armored trucks come into
the fields with wads of cash to pay farmers for products they were promised months earlier. Why the
armored cars? Because it's still a cash-based business, and because farmers invariably aren't given the
current world market value for their produce...and they know it. But those farmers, and many of you
out there today, have been doing business with the same people for years, because frankly, it is
downright difficult and extremely time consuming to find new trade partners.
What we're doing with Foodtrader.com is giving that farmer - and millions of buyers and sellers around
the world - the opportunity to benefit from a worldwide selection of buyers, sellers, products, shipping
methods and resources that you could never find on your own. The site has been called a "virtual
farmer's market" for good reason. It is that...and so much more. It is the largest and most
comprehensive online business-to-business marketplace in the world for the food and agriculture
industry. 
I started Foodtrader.com in 1997 and envision that soon it will become a one stop shop...the most
powerful portal...for the food and agriculture industry. I like to say that it is "evolutionizing" the industry.
Because it is much more than a revolution, it is about changing a thousand-year-old industry of food
trade and creating new opportunities.
Let me back up and tell you a little about Foodtrader.com and how this concept of an electronic
exchange, while still a bit nebulous to many of you out there, is truly the marketplace of the future.
(fig.2) Internet trends are staggering. Online retail sales are expected to nearly quadruple by 2002. A
growing share of business-to-business commerce is expected to move to the Internet, and online
business to business sales by US companies is expected to grow to $1.5 trillion by  2004. (fig.3)
Taking a closer look at the global food industry, all signs are pointing to the Internet as being the wave
of the future. Just look at this very tell-tale fact from Forrester Research, which estimates that the global
food industry is worth an estimated $2.3 trillion, yet it is fraught with inefficiencies. There are excessive
inventories, product mis-pricings, logistical misappropriations and lack of reliable information.  Enter the
electronic exchange. A new medium that will allow people to have direct access to previouslyunattainable international markets and drastically reduce their search and logistical costs, regardless of
their geographic location or economic status.
Now...how does it work?  The process with Foodtrader.com, is straightforward. (fig.4) Registered
sellers anonymously post their products and prices online and create a personal profile of themselves
and everything they are selling, from the commodity and variety, to the quality, grade and shipping
terms. (fig. 5.) Buyers can browse through nearly 40 categories to find the product they need, or (fig. 6)
search the system by specific product - as I'm showing here with apples - to find exactly what they are
looking for with detailed information about that food item, the variety, origin, grade, price and delivery
specifications. Buyers around the world can view and bid on products through a secure channel on the
Foodtrader.com Web site. With a few simple mouse clicks, both parties have immediate access to
more than 3000 product lots from more than 170 countries around the world. By the way, it is the
largest online selection of product lots in the world. Buyers can also enter their specifications about
exactly what they want to buy (fig. 7) and we send that out to the world market , beginning with 5,000
registered buyers and sellers and additional databases of 70,000 food industry contacts to try to find
the perfect trade match.  
In fact, that is an important point to make: This is not just a posting site. We alert buyers and sellers
through fax and email to the availability of - and demand for - products in which they have indicated an
interest. So, for example, if you are selling whole peeled tomatoes, we will send that information to
everyone on our system that has indicated an interest in whole peeled tomatoes. Instantly, information
about the product you have for sale circles the globe and lands in the laps of prospective buyers. At no
cost. As a result, both parties eliminate the time-consuming search for buyer and sellers and instead find
trade partners quickly and efficiently.
Once a buyer has bid on a product, a seller has the opportunity to accept it, reject it, or counter bid. 
Up to that point, all discussions between buyer and seller are anonymous. The reason being that often
sellers don't want the competition to see what they are selling and the prices they're offering, and buyers
don't want their industry counterparts to do the same. Once a transaction is complete, specialists within
our company will assist buyers and sellers with financial transactions, customs clearing, traffic, shipping,
inspection and whatever else they need. And we track the products' movement from beginning to end. 
(fig 8) In addition, we offer an abundance of tools that buyers and sellers can utilize to conduct business
with greater ease and efficiency. Here you see that we offer information about shipping companies
around the world, country profiles, customs brokers, embassies and commodity information. More
value-added services, including market information, pricing information, worldwide industry news, and
trade financing will be added in the near future.
(fig. 9) You can see how the postings per month on our system have skyrocketed. Just look at the
difference between December 1996, when there were about 25 postings a month, and December
1999, when there were about 500 postings a month. The same for searches per month, which were just
over 1,000 in October 1998, and were more than 7000 the end of last year...proof that the Internet
marketplace is quickly being embraced by the food and agriculture industry.  Those numbers have grown because we have earned the trust and respect of industry leaders by
building a completely secure exchange. For three years, we have refined and perfected our system to
give buyers and sellers more selection, a broader geographical reach and the best customer service in
the industry. 
We go to great lengths to qualify and pre-screen our members to ensure the highest quality transactions.
Those efforts are very grass-roots, and at the same time, extremely personal, because this is a business
that is still based on relationships and trust...even on the Internet. We will travel to more than 40 trade
shows around the world this year to meet with food industry buyers and sellers, and develop
knowledge of our suppliers and their products. We recently opened offices in Argentina, Chile and
Peru, and will soon open offices in England, Brazil and Singapore to have representatives on the ground
to assess suppliers through their local networks. When we enter a market, we target leaders in each
food and agricultural industry, to ensure that the quality offered is high.
The bottom line is that people who conduct business on our site must qualify to do so, which protects
the integrity of the site, and the best interests of both buyers and sellers. Both must supply us with two
trade references and bank references, which we verify before members can post products or place
bids. 
The future of this industry is staggering. By all indications, there will come a time - in the very near future
-- when buyers and sellers will trade exclusively online. And when they think of trade, we think they will
go directly to Foodtrader.com, the site that was designed as an empowerment tool, to help them
quickly...easily... and cost effectively do business around the world.Agricultural Outlook Forum
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